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 Abstract 
This thesis is a thoughtful look at athletic scholarship opportunities based on the years of high 
school experience received. It attempts to answer if students are at an advantage by being 
allowed to play high school level competition while still academically being in middle school. 
It also attempts to answer what is all required for a middle school student-athlete to be moved 
up based on player qualities, program requirements, and coach’s philosophies. 
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 Chapter One 
Introduction 
The average college graduate of the 2016 class leaves with $37,172 in debt (Powell, 
2016). Recent students are graduating college tasked with burden much greater than generations 
of past. With this much financial debt in their early twenties it is setting future timelines back in 
regards to purchasing a house, retirement, etc. A main piece of covering tuition and the cost of 
higher-level education for many college-bound students are scholarships. These scholarships can 
be academic or athletic, and many students will rely on the ability of excelling in athletics and 
receiving an athletic scholarship to help cover the cost of school.  
Student-athletes, and families, are looking for any advantage that they can use to become 
more lucrative to colleges who provide athletic-based scholarships. In certain states students at 
any grade level are allowed to play on high school varsity teams, this study aims to explore 
opportunities and challenges associated with middle school aged student-athletes participating in 
high school level athletic teams based on high school head coach perspective’s. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to examine the consequences of middle school students 
who are allowed to play varsity level sports, versus students who are not allowed to play varsity 
level sports, specifically basketball, from their coach’s perspectives. 
Background and Significance of the Study 
In the state of Wisconsin, the location of this specific study, students who are in 7th and 
8th grade are confined to playing on the middle school basketball team. A Wisconsin student 
becomes athletically ineligible after attending eight semesters or twelve trimesters while enrolled 
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 in Grades 9-12. A student must complete eligibility in the four consecutive years starting with 
Grade 9 (WIAA Eligibility Rules and Forms, 2016). By contrast, in Minnesota, students who are 
in 7th and 8th grade are allowed to play on the varsity basketball team if the coach would like to 
move them up. The reason that this is available in Minnesota is because each student athlete is 
granted eligibility for twelve consecutive semesters or 6 consecutive years (Minnesota State 
High School League, 2012).  
The notion of middle school student athletes playing high school level athletics is not a 
rare notion. Along with Minnesota, there are numerous other states across the country that allow 
younger student-athletes to participate at the varsity level. Some of these states include: New 
Mexico (Toporek, 2011), Mississippi, Tennessee, Alabama, North Carolina, South Carolina, 
Virginia, Florida, Louisiana and New York (Mauldin, 2015). With an additional 4 semesters or 
two years of higher level competition, students from these states are able to improve their ability 
as well as have more opportunities to show collegiate scouts their skills, thus increasing their 
abilities as well as their chances to receive athletic based scholarship money. 
According to Walpole (2003), socioeconomic status plays a major role in determining the 
success of students in college. With collegiate scholarships coming at a premium, the two extra 
years of higher-level competition are hurting students from Wisconsin schools, and putting them 
on an unfair playing field against students from numerous other schools who allow it – 
specifically students from Minnesota schools. Student athletes who are relying on their ability to 
earn a scholarship are being put in a difficult situation because of the disparity in numbers and 
their dwindling percentages. 
This study was built upon the work of Cherubini and Bentley (2005) to better determine 
the perceptions and qualities needed for a student to be moved up into varsity level competition. 
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 Player qualities, team qualities, and outside factors all play a crucial role in the success of these 
student athletes and their ability to play at a higher level. In addition, this study was broken down 
into two categories: 1) help to determine if student athletes who are not allowed to play varsity 
basketball while in middle school are at a disadvantage for scholarship opportunities because of 
the loss of two years, and 2) what perceptions and qualities do student athletes need if they are 
looking to be moved up to the highs school basketball team. 
This study attempted to answer if student athletes who experience playing varsity 
basketball at 7th or 8th grade have a better chance of earning a college scholarship than students 
who cannot play until their freshmen year. 
Scope and Limitations of the Study 
The largest limitation of the study was what the actual dollar amount awarded to each 
student athlete totals. Division II relies on a partial-scholarship model to administer athletics-
based financial aid.  Very few of the 110,000 student-athletes competing in Division II will 
receive a full athletics grant that covers all of their expenses, but most of them will receive some 
athletics-based financial aid to help them through school (NCAA Research Team, 2016). With 
this unique model used by NCAA Division II, the study will be limited as it cannot determine the 
difference from a student athlete receiving a $20,000 scholarship from a student athlete receiving 
$1,000 scholarship. The same partial scholarship model is used with both Division I and II 
schools in NAIA (NAIA, 2016). 
Another factor the study did not take into account is the amount of academic scholarship 
the student athlete has received. In many instances schools will combine an academic and 
athletic scholarship package to award a student athlete a certain amount of money towards the 
cost of school (NCAA Research Team, 2016). However, the NCAA Bylaw 15.02.4.3, Division I 
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 and Division II universities cannot give academic scholarships to their athletes (Kretzschmar, 
2015). This rule is in place to limit schools from being able to place more than the limited 
number of players on scholarship within their program. This study does not aim to delve into the 
academic portion of the scholarships, and will not be able to indicate how much money each 
university has provided for each student for academic reasons. 
Definitions 
• NCAA – National Collegiate Athletic Association – governing body of the sports 
programs in college. Most schools fall under this membership. NCAA mandates 
three different divisions: Division I, Division II, and Division III. Only Division I 
and II are allowed to give athletic scholarships. 
• NAIA – National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics – smaller governing 
body for college teams. NAIA schools are allowed to award scholarships, but the 
amount available is smaller than that of NCAA Division I and II schools. It is a 
completely different entity, and is not related to the NCAA. 
• AAU  - Amateur Athletic Union – popular organization which numerous high 
school athletes play in to help achieve exposure and interest from college coaches. 
Amateur Athletic Union tournaments are made up of all-star type talented teams 
and take place across the entire country. 
• WIAA – Minnesota scholastic Athletic Association – the governing body of all 
Wisconsin high school sports. 
• MSHSL – Minnesota State High School League – the governing body of all 




With student debt is at an all-time high, and the competition for scholarships risen to epic 
proportions, student-athletes and their families will look for every advantage they can get to 
increase their chances of earning a scholarship. This study was completed to gather data on 
whether middle school student-athletes who are allowed to play up into high school competition 
are at an advantage for scholarships compared to student-athletes who are not allowed to play up.  
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 Chapter Two 
Literature Review 
 Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature related to high school level basketball 
competition and the consequences of having middle school student athletes participate. There 
were two predominant themes in the literature. This review will first address scholarship 
opportunities, and then will describe the program prerequisites.  
Scholarship Opportunities 
 In 1906, the Intercollegiate Athletic Association was created to reform football rules. By 
1910, its name was changed to the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) in order to 
formulate rules that would apply to all sports. For 63 years schools were permitted to decide how 
many scholarships they could offer based on the number of athletes as they could afford for each 
sport. In 1973, the NCAA created 3 separate divisions that schools could fall under: Division I- 
usually larger, more higher profile schools that could give scholarships. Division II – made up of 
usually smaller schools that could give scholarships, but less than the total allowed for Division I 
schools. Division III – usually smaller schools who cannot give any athletic scholarship money 
(Smith, 2000).  
Since 1973, there has been a major push for scholarships, because of the limited number 
that are allowed. For many students college is becoming too expensive (De La Rosa, 2006). 
Many students rely on student loans to get them through college, but in doing so they end up 
with thousands of dollars in student loan debt. Athletic scholarships, for many, are becoming a 
lone pathway to surviving college without massive debt. However, these scholarship 
opportunities are difficult (and limited) to obtain as just over 10,000 basketball scholarships are 
given out across the country (NCAA Research Team, 2015).  
 6 
  With scholarship competition being so fierce, student athletes will do whatever it takes to 
catch the eye of a college scout. This includes sending emails, making highlight videos, paying a 
lot of money to play in exposure and elite AAU traveling teams. Ultimately, it comes back to 
becoming good at a young age, so the student athlete can get exposure from recruiting agencies 
as well as experience at the youngest age possible for carryover. As stated by former college 
basketball coach, Tiny Green, “Name recognition is everything (for high school players looking 
to be recruited)… for most coaches, if they see something they like, they will come back and 
watch” (Green, 2015). It is for this reason of why it is a big deal that some states like Minnesota 
allow their middle school students to play in high school competition, while other states like 
Wisconsin do not.  
 In 1992, Minnesota decided to adopt a new provision into their high school athletics. For 
the 1992-93 athletic season, Minnesota decided that schools would be allowed to move 7th and 
8th grade students up to any level of high school sports teams (Anoka-Hennepin School District, 
2015).  
 In Wisconsin, between the graduating classes of 2013 and 2016, there have been 123 
players that have earned a scholarship for their basketball abilities. In this same time, there were 
195 Minnesota student athletes who received a basketball scholarship. In Wisconsin for the 2013 
graduating class, 33 student athletes received a scholarship; with 19 of them from a Division I 
program (Miller, 2013), where during that same time 48 Minnesotan student athletes earn a 
scholarship, with 12 from a Division I program (James, 2013). Similar with the 2014 graduating 
class, in Wisconsin 35 student athletes earned basketball scholarships with 14 from a Division I 
program (Miller, 2014), while in Minnesota, 55 earned a scholarship and 16 earned a Division I 
ride (James, 2014) This repeated in 2015, Wisconsin: 35 scholarship student athletes, 14 from 
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 Division 1 (Miller, 2015), while in Minnesota: 49 scholarship student athletes, 19 from Division 
I (James, 2015). Finally, the 2016 graduating class from Wisconsin: 26 scholarship student 
athletes, with only seven Division I scholarships (Miller, 2016), while Minnesota turned in 45 
scholarship student athletes with 12 Division I full rides (James, 2016). From 2013-2016, on 
average Minnesota produced 48.75 scholarship athletes, while Wisconsin produced 30.75 
scholarship athletes. 
 In Minnesota each year, there are roughly 45,300 students in each graduating class, while 
in Wisconsin there are just over 50,000 students in each graduating class (Minnesota High 
Schools: Enrollment Compared to Neighboring States, 2015). Are the odds still the same for a 
Minnesota student athlete to get a scholarship to a Minnesota school, as a Wisconsin student 
athlete to a Wisconsin school? No. Minnesota garners 10 scholarship level colleges, while 
Wisconsin holds 8 (NCAA, 2016 & NAIA, 2016).   
 Socioeconomic effects of scholarships. With the rise in tuition and the unique economic 
status of our country, many student athletes are clinging to their last hope of earning an athletic 
scholarship in order to afford a college education. It is a fact that students who come from poor 
families have a harder time completing and succeeding in college, because of the additional tolls 
that they need to complete (Walpole, 2003). Many students who are enrolled at a university work 
to support themselves through school, for student-athletes, their way of working while they are in 
college is to compete athletically and have the tuition and room and board covered by the 
university. 
 For schools that cannot provide athletic scholarships (Division III) it places a greater 
bearing on the student athletes to fund the cost of schooling; because it cannot be paid for by the 
university (NCAA, 2016). Tuition is not the only price tag that comes with playing for a non-
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 scholarship school. In Division III and some Division II schools, student athletes are required to 
pay for shoes, game day apparel, and other non-uniform items that the player needs (Monroe, 
2011).  
 With certain states allowing additional exposure, experience, and competition 
advantages, student athletes in states who do not allow this are being left behind. 
Program Prerequisites  
 A unique dynamic is created with each possibility of a middle school student athlete 
playing up on the high school team. In some cases the middle school student athlete could be up 
to five years younger than the seniors who are on the roster, which presents potential problems in 
terms of social, emotional, and psychological development stages. This chapter will focus on the 
work of Cherubini, Bentley (2005) which looked into the Coaches’ Perspectives of Eighth-
Grade athletes Playing High School Varsity Sports.  
Student athlete needs. Much is needed and expected of a student athlete who has been 
moved up from middle school sports, and placed into high school level competition. High school 
sports have a higher level of commitment and challenges than that of middle school sport teams. 
Middle school student athletes will test themselves by taking the challenge of moving up levels 
and playing at such a young age. The three areas that will be the biggest challenge for them are: 
socially, physically, and psychologically. 
Socially. As an eighth-grader, these student athletes are surrounded by fellow 13 and 14 
year olds on each of their sports teams. When playing on varsity these same students are now 
surrounded by teammates that are 16, 17 or even 18 years old. This age discrepancy will expose 
younger student athletes to ideas, topics, and discussion that is normally not talked about in usual 
14 year olds conversations. “There are huge changes in social and emotional skill between the 
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 ages of 14 and 18. The emotional maturity of a high school freshman is very different from that 
of a graduating senior” (Morin, 2014). 
In addition to the difference in age, it also may make it difficult to keep their current age 
friends who did not get moved up and are still playing all together on the middle school team. 
This will put a strain on any friendship because of the loss of time spent together. Especially so, 
when the student athlete is the only student that is taken out of the usual group dynamic. In some 
cases “kids think that ‘I’m going to have great older friends and be more accepted and see it as 
the greatest thing. Really, it is not, you can be an eighth-grader on varsity and sit the bench and 
how is that going to help you? To make varsity and not be emotionally ready is almost a step 
backwards” (Cherubini, Bentley, 2005). 
Physically. A middle school student athlete’s physical make up is usually much smaller 
than one of a high school age student. To be able to play up multiple levels, some physical 
development will have needed to happen prior. The student athlete could be the most skilled 
player, but if their physical traits are not comparable it will be much more of a challenge for 
them to succeed. 
The physicality that takes place when going from one level to the next is drastic, but to 
jump multiple levels it will be an entirely different challenge. The student athlete making a leap 
from middle school athletics to high school athletics will need to be able to physically handle the 
changes in the game because of the strength, size, and speed of other competitors. If student-
athletes cannot play at this level, it could pose serious injury problems. 
Psychologically. This is the major factor in determining if the middle school student 
athlete should be brought up to high school level competition. Sports deals more with the mental 
side of the person, than many people who never played sports would imagine, and a situation like 
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 being moved up numerous grade levels would test all student athletes looking to be moved up 
levels of competition. 
Enthusiasm is a key attribute for every player to have, but even more so important when 
playing up some grade levels because it shows a genuine love for the game. Enthusiasm can be a 
mental hurdle that can carry a student athlete through tough parts of a season, and help make the 
special moments even better. By showing enthusiasm it tells the coach that the student athlete is 
willing to do whatever they need to do, and that they are not afraid of any challenge in their path. 
Coachability. Coachability is simply how well a student athlete can take coaching and 
how they apply what they heard to their game. This is vital for all student athletes who are 
moved up, because the last thing the coach wants is a problem, especially one that they could 
have gone without. Problems are anything that coaches need to deal with that create distractions 
that keep coaches from coaching their team. If you create problems and do not listen to the coach 
It is a quick cue to leave you off of the team if you do not listen to the coach, and continually 
cause problems.  
Mental toughness and resiliency. Playing against other players who are older, stronger, 
and most cases better, the game becomes much harder.  
Competition provides the greatest motivation when the level of challenge is moderately 
difficult. Your athletes’ motivation will probably be highest when they tackle a challenge 
approximately equal to their current capabilities. And their motivation will likely remain 
high as long as challenge falls within a comfort zone ranging from just above to just 
below their current capabilities (Burton, Raedeke, 2008, p. 10).  
It is imperative then, that the student practices and plays against competition that is a 
little better, and not on a competition level where the student-athlete is far superior. The student 
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 athlete will need to work harder to score, and will need to be able to contribute more just to be 
able to play at that level. Resiliency is a key, because the game is much tougher and it takes the 
ability to keep working and not giving up even when things are not going your way. (Burton, 
Raedeke, 2008) 
Finally, maturity. All other traits are meaningless without the maturity to handle the 
unique situation that these student athletes will be in. If the coach does not think the player is 
mature enough to handle a season of “ups and downs,” or the life lessons that go along with 
playing a varsity sport, then the coach will not move them up. 
Environment characteristics needed. The middle school student athlete may have all 
the necessary tools, characteristics and maturity to handle a move to a high school team. 
However, if the factors that are out of the players’ control are not conducive it may not be a good 
fit. This further explores the work of Cherubini, Bentley (2005) which looked into the Coaches’ 
Perspectives of Eighth-Grade athletes Playing High School Varsity Sports. 
Team dynamic needs. The team dynamic is just as much of an importance as the 
individual player. The team and the individuals who make up the team decide if this will be a 
good match if they are accepting of the middle school student athlete being moved up. It is 
imperative that the team has a positive dynamic between current team members of both older 
mentors and younger incoming players. By having this in place it helps to limit turmoil that can 
be created by adding a younger teammate. The first thought from athletes when hearing about a 
new addition to the team is that someone will be “losing their spot.” This turmoil could create 
jealousy between older members of the team and the younger student athlete. People will have a 
hard time with the success that underclassmen are having. Most of the time, those threatened will 
be other athletes who are older (upperclassmen) who are in direct competition against. These 
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 athletes will be teammates whose role on the team is directly, and in their mind negatively 
affected by the underclassmen, the underclassmen’s work ethic and abilities (Goldberg, 2016). 
 Another key dynamic of the team is to have good player leadership. Team captains are 
the back bone, and give the team a “voice” when there are problems (Dupuis, Bloom, 2006). A 
respected older leader can be a great mentor for having a younger player be moved up. The older 
mentor can help the younger player get used to high school athletics, and can help to calm the 
problems that may arise. In many programs, seniors become a part of the philosophy, and carry a 
responsibility to do what is best for the program. So it would be natural for them to take a 
younger more inexperienced player under their wing. 
Parents qualities needed. Parental over-involvement has affected many youth sports and 
people wanting to get into coaching. For a middle school student athlete this cannot be the case. 
Like stated earlier, when coaches move an athlete up that student athlete, or family, cannot 
become a problem. Parents of student athletes need to understand to keep an open line of 
communication with the coach at all times. Parents need to understand that coaches do the 
coaching, and that it is their job to support their child. In addition, parents need to make sure 
their thoughts are not being clouded by parental bias, and need to trust that the coach is doing 
whatever they think is best to help the team win. 
Coaching qualities needed. The main recommendation for coaches thinking about 
moving a student up from middle school is to understand their own strengths and weaknesses, 
and to know themselves. If the student athlete is not an obvious then move them to Junior 
Varsity (JV) and allow the student athlete to play a few games until it is absolutely clear. By 
moving the players along slowly, it does not set unrealistic expectations. It also allows the player 
to grow accustom to a higher level before moving them up again. As a coach you must also 
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 know if you are willing to be patient and allow the young student athlete to grow and make 
mistakes, otherwise there is potential for a difficult situation.  
Summary 
This literature review has revealed some of the components that are needed in order to 
move a middle school student-athlete up to high school level competition regarding student 
development, team dynamics, and coaching philosophies. It also provided context as how 
scholarships can provide financial relief to students-athletes, especially from families of 
socioeconomically poor backgrounds.  
The following chapter will focus on the study which was designed to obtain information 
from Minnesota and Wisconsin high school head basketball coaches about their programs, as 
well as on their actions and opinions about middle school student-athletes participating on their 













 Chapter Three 
Methodology 
With athletic scholarships coming at such a premium, the race to improve skill and 
exposure for student athletes is at an all-time high. The purpose of this study was to examine to 
differences between middle school student-athletes who are allowed to compete in high school 
level competition (Minnesota) with middle school student-athletes who cannot participate in high 
school level competition (Wisconsin). This chapter first provides a foundation of the research 
design. Next, the setting and the participants of the study are presented and described. Finally, 
the analysis of the data is dissected and discussed.  
Research Design 
This study was structured as a quantitative research project. The design used to base the 
project was descriptive survey design (Creswell, 2014). The quantitative survey questionnaire 
was provided to the participants in email form, and available the week of March 2017. The 
questionnaire was split for two different parties: high school basketball coaches from Wisconsin, 
and high school basketball coaches from Minnesota. The Minnesota questionnaire took 
approximately 10 minutes to complete, and was used to explore the opportunities, readiness, and 
characteristics of middle school student athletes who played a varsity sport. This information was 
used to compare and contrast to the information gathered from the Wisconsin coaches 
questionnaire. The comparison of the two groups based the foundation to determine a correlation 
between playing varsity level competition while enrolled in middle school with the opportunity 
to be awarded athletic scholarship money. 
The responses provided from the questionnaire were in no way manipulated despite 
having two different questionnaires. The questionnaires consisted of similar questions, however, 
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 they varied only in the way the question related to the coach. For example, the Minnesota 
questionnaire states, “In your high school coaching tenure, have you moved a middle school 
student-athlete up to a high school level team?” Similarly, the Wisconsin coaches questionnaire 
states, “In your coaching tenure, you would have moved a student-athlete up and played them on 
a high school team while they were enrolled in middle school, if it were allowed?”  
Setting and Participants  
The setting for the study used high school head coaches across the states of Minnesota 
and Wisconsin. Random coaches from different areas of each state were used. Coaches were then 
funneled into different groups based on enrollment of their school as well as location of their 
school based on metropolitan locations and their proximity. 
The participants used were ranging from first year head coaches through coaches that 
have had over thirty years of head coaching experience. A coaches contact list was created, and 
then broken down further into two categories: school size and school location. Coaches were 
then randomly selected from the grouped lists. Coaches were then funneled into different groups 
based on enrollment of their school as well as location of their school based on metropolitan and 
rural locations and their proximity. This ensured that we were reaching each of the populations 
of schools. It is important to have input from coaches of the smallest schools, as well as coaches 
from the largest schools to see if there is a correlation of need based on school size. 
Measures 
 The researcher created two separate lists comprised of high school basketball coaches in 
the state of Minnesota, and another comprised of high school basketball coaches in the state of 
Wisconsin. The researcher then uploaded the lists into the Qualtrics server to facilitate the 
sending of the online questionnaire.  
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  The questionnaire was made up of 14 questions for each states’ coaches. 12 of the 14 
questions used multiple-choice answers, while the remaining two used a rating scale. 
 The questionnaire ensures reliability from the coaches because there are no right or 
wrong answers that the coaches provide. In addition, the Qualtrics site will provide a complete 
guide for the researcher to use to show what answers were given by the high school coaching 
participants. 
 The questionnaire was only available for the coach to complete one single time. This 
ensures that the answers are not skewed or biased towards one side or the other, as well as leave 
little room for error in the answers. 
Data Gathering and Analysis  
After the completion of the questionnaire I generated a sheet with the complete answers 
of all the participating coaches. From this I was able to connect that with such a high rate of 
similarities of Wisconsin high school coaches wanting to make middle school student-athletes 
available for high school level competition that there are numerous middle school student 
athletes who are missing out on additional experience.  
 In addition to analyzing the raw data received, numerous coaches left comments and 
thoughts to close out the questionnaire. The comments gave insight into the thoughts, feelings, 
and ideas of the coaches who participated. Minnesota coaches stated that there have been 
numerous instances where student athletes who participated on high school teams ended up 
receiving athletic scholarship money to attend a college or university.  
Summary 
 With athletic scholarships, specifically basketball scholarships, coming at such a 
premium to high school students looking to attend college, there are families that are willing to 
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 do whatever it takes to gain some relief from increasing tuition costs. Some states are providing 
additional room for extra experience that could possibly be giving students a better chance to 
earn a scholarship. This research discusses coaches opinions on whether this change has made 
the playing fields in favor of one side. Also, discussed is the availability on the number of middle 
school student athletes who are prepared and ready for high school level competition. Question 
topics include coaching careers, coaching experience, the number of scholarship athletes 
coached, the number of students who were ready to compete at a high school level of 
competition while in middle school, and whether coaches feel this plays a role. The results are 
discussed in the next chapter.       
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 Chapter Four 
Results and Discussion 
This chapter begins with a summery of the demographics of the responding coaches from 
Wisconsin and Minnesota. The survey was completed in the spring of 2017. Next, tables 
containing values of scholarship athletes, athletes who have been moved up from middle school 
to high school, as well as financial ability being a factor are presented. Finally, the results of the 
opinion based matrix regarding having middle school aged students athletes competing at the 
high school level are discussed. 
Results 
In spring of 2017, there were 50 head boys high school basketball coaches that were 
contacted from each state: Wisconsin, Minnesota. The sample size of returned and completed 
questionnaire respondents was Minnesota: N=15, a 30% response rate. Wisconsin: N=24, a 48% 
response rate. This response rate is considered acceptable for both states, based on the minimum 
size of 15 for a study population of 50 (Creswell, 2014). Basic demographics of the head coaches 
are shown below in Table 1. Similarities arose in both states regarding race, age, and numbers of 
years in coaching. The respondents had a wide variety of ages and backgrounds with the range of 
ages covering from 26 years old through age 62 in Minnesota and 29 years old to age 56 in 
Wisconsin. The experience was also wide ranged with having respondents be in their second 
year of coaching through their thirty second year in Wisconsin, while Minnesota reported first 
year coaches through thirty ninth year coaches. Ultimately, the average respondent was a 40 year 
old white male who has been a head coach for 12 years. Overall, the survey sample was an 
appropriate representation of coaches.  
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Scholarship opportunities. The overall results of the questionnaire had parts that were 
expected as well as unexpected. Following the data provided by Miller (2013, 2014, 2015, 2016) 
for Wisconsin and James (2013, 2014, 2015, 2016) for Minnesota, 15 Minnesota coaches in the 
study reported 55 student athletes that received scholarships. Compared to 24 Wisconsin coaches 
reporting a total of 52 student athletes that received scholarships. This data does not solely 
determine that bringing middle school students directly correlates to a scholarship, but it does 
prove that more Minnesota student athletes are receiving scholarships.  
Also included in the data, Minnesota coaches account for the four highest amounts of 
scholarship players per coach with 8, 10, 12, and 14 while no Wisconsin coach reported coaching 
more than 7 scholarship student athletes over their tenure. Interestingly, a higher percentage 
(40%) of Minnesota coaches have not coached any scholarship athletes, compared to only 25% 
of Wisconsin coaches. This coincides closely with coaches who have coached between 0-2 
scholarship student athletes, as the percentages balance out with Minnesota showing 66.7% 
while 75% of Wisconsin coaches fall into this category. This shows that in Minnesota it is 
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 common that once a coach has contributed to graduating a scholarship student athlete, they are 
much more inclined to have more student athletes follow the same path. 
Socio-economical issues have dominated the talk around NCAA sports and athletes. It is 
shocking that more students have not been turned away from collegiate athletics. The data shown 
in Table 3 below illustrates the number of coaches that had student athletes that could have 
played in college, but did not because they could not afford the cost without having a job. What 
is not shown is that the total number of student-athletes who did not play due to cost was 18. 
Seven of those student-athletes were from Minnesota, while Wisconsin had eleven student 
athletes.  
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 Program Prerequisites. Table 4 has duel purpose as it shows the availability to 
Minnesota schools to allow middle school student-athletes to be brought up to the high school 
level. 86.7% of the coaches have full authority to bring up middle school student-athletes, while 
6.7% are allowed only if low numbers are presented and needed. This boils down to only 6.7% 
of the Minnesota coaching respondents not being allowed to bring students up. 
Table 4 also shows representation to Wisconsin coaches having the players that are able 
to play at the high school level while in middle school. Only 37.5% (n=9) of coaches responded 
that in their tenure they wish they would have been allowed to fill the open spots on the team 
with younger players to give them experience, compared to the 62% (n=16) of the coaches who 
did not have a player that could have moved up and would not feel that the experience would be 
beneficial.  
 
With certain schools needing limited numbers in order to move middle school student 
athletes up, it is important to examine the participation numbers for each of the states high 
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 schools. Table 5 examines if coaches have had problems keeping enough players in their 
program. The results show that keeping enough players to field teams within the program is a 
bigger issue in Minnesota with 20% (n=3) of teams having problems. Wisconsin teams have 
slightly less of a problem keeping players involved with only 12.5% (n=3/24) of coaches having 
problems with participation. 
Table 6 shows that Minnesota coaches are more open and accustomed to having middle 
school student athletes up on high school teams. 86.5% (n=13/15) of Minnesota coaches believe 
that the Minnesota State High School League (MSHSL) rule that allows middle school student 
athletes to play at the high school level is a good thing for the game of basketball in Minnesota. 
On contrary, only 37.5% (n=9/24) of Wisconsin coaches believe that the Wisconsin 
Interscholastic Athletic Association (WIAA) should consider allowing the jump to high school 
level competition.  
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 One factor that may have altered these results was highlighted by a comment made by a 
Wisconsin coach who stated, “I am okay with 8th, think 7th would be to soon. The question had 
7th grade in it as well that is why I went with some of the answers I did.” Overall, there were two 
Wisconsin coaches that stated that 8th graders would be fine, but did not want it to extend to 7th 
graders.  
In Table 7 coaches were asked for their experience on whether they have moved a student 
athlete up to high school level competition or their opinion on whether they have had a student 
athlete who they would have considered to move up if the WIAA would allow it. According to 
Wisconsin coaches, only 41.7% (n=10) said they felt that they had a middle school student 
athlete who could have contributed at the high school level compared to the 58.3% (n=14) of the 
coaches who did not have a player that could have moved up. 
 Minnesota coaches stated that 73.3% (n=11) have brought a middle school student athlete 
up. While the 73.3% does seem high, it does not happen as often as it may seem. According to 
one Minnesota coach, “Moving kids up from the Middle School to the high school is pretty rare.  
We have had only 7 or 8 in my 27 years.”   
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  The Table 8 matrix looks to find opinions of the different outcomes of having middle 
school student-athletes up onto the high school teams. The first piece of the responses touched on 
whether bringing students up helped the program be better. Minnesota coaches believed that it 
helped their program more than what Wisconsin coaches believed it would. Minnesota coaches 
leaned that it was probably true (3.33), compared to Wisconsin coaches thinking it is probably 
false (2.63). 
 The next part was whether bringing students up helped the student-athlete excel. 
Unsurprisingly, Minnesota coaches believed this was probably true, with some feeling it was 
definitely true (4.10). [4.1 is close to 4, not 5.] Wisconsin coaches did not feel that it made any 
difference grading out that it was neither true nor false (3.00), however, one coach believes that 
it would help student-athletes who have matured and developed more at a young age. He went on 
to state “Many times more physical kids are punished for their early development by coaches and 
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 officials. They are penalized for playing aggressively and using their physicality. By allowing 
them to play up they can avoid some of the frustrations that come with being physically bigger 
and more mature than others their age.” The results from the Minnesota coaches were consistent 
with what is found in Burton, Raedeke, 2008 stating that the players would improve with 
increased competition levels. The consistent message that came from Minnesota coaches about 
moving players up was that it needed to end up ultimately being the coaches decision. One 
Minnesota coach stated that, “I believe that moving kids up should be a coaches' decision and 
that he/she should determine his/her own process for evaluating kids.  Too many districts are 
putting the decision heavily on administration to make the decision.” 
The results of having student-athletes receiving a better chance at being recruited was the 
most closely correlated response. Coaches in both Minnesota (2.93) and Wisconsin (2.75) 
reported that it was between neither true nor false to probably false that students-athletes who are 
moved up have a better chance at being recruited. 
Finally, the last part of the matrix showed whether Wisconsin coaches wanted the WIAA 
to consider allowing middle school student-athletes to play up on high school level competition. 
Wisconsin coaches reported a 2.50, stating that this was probably false.  
Discussion 
With the data provided by James (2013, 2014, 2015, 2016) and Miller (2013, 2014, 2015, 
2016) Minnesota clearly has higher numbers of student-athletes earning scholarships compared 
to Wisconsin. However, according to our results, Minnesota coaches do not believe that student-
athletes playing up while in middle school are the reason why this is happening. While 73.3% of 
Minnesota coaches say they have moved a student up to high school level competition, they do 
note that it is something that is not done often. One Wisconsin coach, thinks that adopting this 
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 rule would be a major benefit for the smaller schools, to combat limited numbers, but would not 
be as apparent in bigger school districts where participation numbers are not a problem.  
The responses were more aligned from the two states in terms of program prerequisites. 
A major sentiment that was continually added was making sure that the student-athlete was 
“ready” even though some coaches struggled to have an exact definition of it. One Minnesota 
coach stated that he would rather “trust his gut” than have administration make the decision, and 
that he felt because of the additional time spent working together he would be the best person to 
make that decision. Coaches want to make sure that it would be something that the student 
wants, but ultimately would come down to the head coach making the final decision rather than 
administration or parents.  
A powerful statement came from a Wisconsin coach who wrote that he “is not sure if 
moving 7th and 8th graders up onto high school teams is the answer, but Wisconsin high school 
basketball is falling behind (compared to Minnesota) and something needs to be done to catch 
up.” 
Summary 
The purpose of this study was to examine the consequences of middle school students 
who are allowed to play varsity level sports, versus students who are not allowed to play varsity 
level sports, specifically basketball, from their coach’s perspectives. The study found that while 
playing up on a high school level team while still in middle school does allow athletes to 
improve at a greater rate it does not mean that it will be a successful transition for all students. 
Finally, results showed that a while a majority of Minnesota coaches are in favor of the rule that 
allows middle school student-athletes to play on high school level teams, that it does not happen 
frequently 
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 Chapter Five 
Summary and Conclusions 
This study attempted to answer if student athletes who experience playing varsity 
basketball at 7th or 8th grade have a better chance of earning a college scholarship than students 
who cannot play until their freshmen year. 
Significant Findings  
Ultimately, it is inconclusive whether playing on high school teams while still enrolled in 
middle school increases a student-athlete’s chances of earning a scholarship. Although, coaches 
in Minnesota are in favor of the rule that provides them the freedom to move players up to the 
level they see fit, many coaches do see feel that it is a major impact on the game in their state and 
is considered a rare circumstance. To further conclude this statement, a larger sample size would 
help to better determine whether playing up helped players earn a scholarship over student-
athletes who did not play up. 
Educational Implications 
Allowing middle school student-athletes to participate in high school competition 
provides better experience and improves skill development at a more rapid rate, however it does 
not associate to better scholarship opportunities. Implications from this study were much less 
than initially anticipated.  
- The number of Minnesota coaches who are consistently moving middle school 
student-athletes up to high school competition was fewer than anticipated. 
- The number of student-athletes who ultimately were not allowed to play sports 
in college due to the cost was fewer than anticipated. 
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 Recommendations for Future Research 
The greatest comment that was received from coach, in terms of future research, was to 
look into how the state of New York handles their process of moving students up. The coach, 
who is from Wisconsin, is an advocate to making basketball in Wisconsin as great as it can be. 
He has looked into different ways to incorporate this adaptation, and likes how New York covers 
the “readiness” portion of their student athletes. An additional research project was shared that is 
based solely on the findings and the success / failure rate of students on year-to-year basis as 
well as differentiating by sport and sex. Further research into NYSED Athletic Placement 
Process could be the difference maker in determining if middle school student athletes are ready 
for varsity level competition, and could be a major key to limiting injuries.  
The NYSED Athletic Placement Process (APP) is a seven-step process that helps to 
determine if the student athlete will be allowed to compete. Treated as a checklist, a student must 
be able to complete and get approval through all seven steps prior to being selected onto the 
team. Step 1: Parent Approval – Written parent/guardian permission. Step 2: Administration 
Approval – Administration determines if emotional fit and maturity, and balances if the student 
would play in enough games and matches for it to be suitable for all parties. Step 3: Medical 
Clearance – A doctor will determine if the student athlete is physically mature and can compare 
in relation to students they wish to compete against. Step 4: Sport Skill Evaluation – Sport coach 
makes a determination if students skills are ready based on personal observations. Step 5: 
Physical Fitness Testing – Student Athlete must meet the 85th percentile in 4 out of the 5 
Presidential Fitness Tests. A licensed physical educator must complete the testing for this portion 
of the APP. Step 6: Qualification Determination – All results are sent to the director of athletics 
at the high school for determination if all parts of the APP are passed. Step 7: Try Outs – The 
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 student athlete is allowed to tryout for the team (New York State Education Department, 2015).  
 This is important because this could put an end to the unknown portion of student-athlete 
“readiness.” By using this process it would result in numerous people determining what would 
be in the student-athletes best interest, and take the control away from one person. In addition, it 
is well thought out to add a medical doctor helping to make the decision.  
Limitations 
One of the biggest limitations that was present in this project was the notion that it 
needed to be both 7th and 8th graders that were being moved up. Two of the coaches for 
Wisconsin stated that they would be interested in having 8th grade student athletes brought up to 
high school competition, but stated that 7th graders would be too much of a stretch. They stated 
that their answers would have changed due to that addition, and if 7th graders were removed from 
consideration they would be in favor of the rule. By responding “no” for the questionnaire it 
skewed the finding by numerous percentiles. 
The second limitation to the study would be to include numerous states and expanding on 
the sample size. It would be more beneficial to incorporate states that allow middle school 
student-athletes as well as numerous states that disallow it. This would give a more complete 
representation of how it works, and where it is working best. The ability to incorporate a state 
like New York to give representation of how the Athletic Placement Process has worked could 
provide valuable insight to other states who are looking to make an adaptation to their governing 
rules. 
Summary  
In summary, there are many different factors, decisions, and work that goes into earning 
an athletic collegiate scholarship. With the high level of competition circulating around these 
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 coveted awards, student-athletes are wanting to do whatever they can to gain an advantage in 
earning one. While some states stick to four years of high school competition, numerous states 
allow middle school student-athletes to compete at the high school level. The purpose of this 
study was to examine the consequences of middle school students who are allowed to play 
varsity level sports, versus students who are not allowed to play varsity level sports, specifically 
basketball, from their coach’s perspectives. Quantitative results show that while Minnesota 
student-athletes are allowed to play on high school teams while in 7th and 8th grade, it does not 
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 Appendix II 
Survey Questionnaires  
MINNESOTA HIGH SCHOOL COACHES SURVEY 
1. I have been coaching varsity basketball for  
1-5 years  
6-10 years  
11-15 years  
16+ years 
 
2. How many student athletes have you coached that have received athletic scholarship money?  
 





4. In your high school coaching tenure, have you moved a middle school student-athlete up to a 




5. The Minnesota State High School League allows teams to move middle school student- 
athletes up onto high school teams. Does your school district give you that option?  
Yes   
No 
Yes, only if it is needed to field teams.  
 
6. Have you had a student-athlete who could have played at any level (Division 1, 2, 3, NJCAA, 
NAIA), but did not attend because they could not afford the cost? If yes, approximately how 














 Please answer the next five statements using this rating scale: 
 
NOT TRUE AT 
ALL 
2 3 4 VERY TRUE 
 
 
I believe that being allowed to bring middle school student- athletes helps our program.  
 
I believe that being allowed to bring middle school student- athletes helps our student- athletes 
excel.  
 
I believe that being allowed to bring middle school student- athletes will allow student-  athletes 
to improve at a quicker rate than they would if they played on their middle school team.  
 
I believe that being allowed to bring middle school student- athletes gives the student- athlete a 
better chance at being recruited.  
 
Parent problems from current high school student-athletes keep me from moving more middle 
school student- athletes up to high school teams. 
 




WISCONSIN HIGH SCHOOL COACHES SURVEY 
1. I have been coaching varsity basketball for  
1-5 years  
6-10 years  
11-15 years  
16+ years  
 





3. How many student athletes have you coached that have received athletic scholarship money?  
 
4. In your coaching tenure, would you have moved a student-athlete up and played them on a 






5. In your coaching tenure, have you had a situation where team numbers were low, and it would 




6. Have you had a student-athlete who could have played at any level (Division 1, 2, 3, NJCAA, 




7. Do you want the WIAA (Wisconsin Interscholastic Athletic Association) to consider allowing 
students in 7th and 8th to compete at the High School level?  
            Yes 
No 
 
Please answer the next five statements using this rating scale: 
 
NOT TRUE AT 
ALL 
2 3 4 VERY TRUE 
 
 
I believe that being allowed to bring middle school student- athletes helps our program.  
 
I believe that being allowed to bring middle school student- athletes helps our student-athletes 
excel.  
 
I believe that being allowed to bring middle school student- athletes will allow student-athletes to 
improve at a quicker rate than they would if they played on their middle school team.  
 
I believe that being allowed to bring middle school student- athletes gives the student-athlete a 
better chance at being recruited.  
 
I want the state of Wisconsin to allow middle school student- athletes to play in high school 
athletics.  
 
13. Any additional information you believe is important and would help with the study.  
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